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The Firewitch bore down on me, so close now that I could see crusty lumps in its array arms.

I stared into the big purple eye, waited for the train wreck, and said, “Crap!”

The eye flashed yellow. Then it burst like a brittle balloon. Then the Firewitch exploded silently into pieces that tumbled in all directions, not least toward me. A metal triangle bigger than a piano pounded my gut, and I began to spin in another direction, twice as fast as I had been tumbling, so I couldn’t distinguish what I saw, except alternating dark and blinding brightness.

I thought a voice said, “It’s over.”

Shadowy, curved pearly wings appeared around me, then slowly enfolded me.

Then there was only darkness.
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Nearby Waterloo, I saw a Sergeant of Artillery seated upon his caisson, which the rains had mired in the road ditch. His eye had been shot out, and one of his men, whose leg was off, wept beside him. The Sergeant complained that Prussian cavalry had bypassed them. He said, with some heat, “Our own allies abandoned us like orphans!” I told him straight, “In this hell, better an orphans’ alliance than no alliance at all.”

—Remarks at the annual Waterloo Dinner of 1821, attributed to the Duke of Wellington


ONE

“MOUSETRAP’S VISIBLE NOW, GENERAL.” My command sergeant major taps my armored shoulder, points through the Emerald River’s forward observation blister, and my heart skips. The two of us float shoulder-to-shoulder in infantry Eternads, like unhelmeted frogs in a gravityless fish bowl. Ord has been a jump ahead of me since he was my drill sergeant in Basic.

With my gauntlet’s snot pad, I mop condensed breath off the observation blister’s Synquartz, and cold stings through the glove. Fifty thousand frigid miles away spins Mousetrap. In two hours, on my orders, a hundred thousand kids plucked from fourteen worlds will arrive down there, innocent. None will leave innocent. Too many won’t leave at all.

The gray pebble Ord points to has just orbited out from a vast orange ball’s shadow. In the red sunlight that bathes the gas giant planet and its tiny moon, Mousetrap tumbles as small and as wrinkled as a peach pit.

Ord grunts. “The real estate hardly looks worth the price, does it, sir?”

“Location, location, location, Sergeant Major.” Mousetrap is the only habitable rock near the interstellar cross-road that linchpins the Human Union’s fourteen planets.

That’s why the Union fortified Mousetrap. That’s why the Slugs took it away from us. And that’s why we arrived here today to take Mousetrap back, or die trying. “We” are history’s deadliest armada, carrying history’s best army. My army.

I’m Jason Wander, war orphan, high-school dropout, Lieutenant General, Commanding, Third Army of the Human Union. And infantryman until the day I die. That day is now thirty years closer than when I enlisted at the start of the Slug War, in 2037.

Ord and I push back from the observation blister’s forward wall, to head aft to our troop transport. I glance at the Time-to-Drop Countdown winking off my wrist ’Puter. In two hours, Ord and I will be aboard a first-wave assault transport when compressed air thumps it out of one of Emerald River’s thirty-six launch bays. Kids embarked aboard Emerald River, and aboard the fleet’s other ships, will go with us.

Ord sighs. “A hundred thousand GIs don’t buy what they used to, General.”

Whump.

Emerald River’s vast hull shudders, tumbling Ord and me against the observation blister’s cold curve.

Hssss.

A thousand feet aft from our perch here at Emerald River’s bow, thirty-six launch bay hatches reseal as one.

A tin voice from the Bridge crackles in my earpiece. “All elements away.”

I turn to Ord, wide eyed. “What the hell, Sergeant Major?”

Ord turns his palms up, shakes his head.

Through ebony space, thirty-six sparks flash past us, from the bays that ring Emerald River’s midriff. In a blink, they disperse toward Mousetrap, leaving behind thirty-six silent, red streaks of drifting chemical flame.

For one heartbeat, Emerald River forms the hub that anchors those thirty-six fading, translucent wheel spokes. It is as though we spin at the center of a mute, exploding firework. To our port, starboard, dorsal and ventral, identical fireworks blossom, gold, green, blue, purple, as the Fleet’s other cruisers launch their own craft, each ship trailing its mothership’s tracer color.

I blink at the vanished silhouettes. The Army I command wasn’t scheduled to launch for Mousetrap for two hours. We expect that we will take lumps by landing with no aerial prep. And more lumps when we start digging the Slugs out of Mousetrap, one hole at a time. But landing without prep is the only way we can avoid killing the human POWs that the Slugs hold on Mousetrap.

But what I just saw fly by weren’t chunky troop transports. They were sleek Scorpions, their bomb racks packed with liquid fire. The ships that made that fireworks display weren’t just an aerial prep force. The formations I just saw were powerful enough to incinerate every living thing on Mousetrap, Slug and human alike, three times over.

Before Ord and I paddled up to this observation blister for a final, weightless look at our objective, I inspected every launch bay myself. One of our troop transports filled every bay. But one order from the Bridge could rotate troop transports out of the bays in fifteen minutes, like cartridges in old-fashioned revolvers, and replace them with bombers.

I’m already torpedoing my weightless body hand-over-hand down the rungs that line the cruiser’s center tube, back toward the Cruiser’s Bridge. “If those bombers fry Mousetrap, our POWs die.” Mousetrap’s POWs are simple grunts, mostly, and that swells my throat even more.

But Army commanders are supposed to consider the Big Picture, as well as their kids. I shake my head at Ord. “The Outworlds already oppose this war. If this fleet kills Outworld POWs, the Union’s dead. If the Union dies, the Slugs will wipe mankind out. Did Mimi lose her mind?”

Ord paddles up alongside me, so fast that the slipstream seems to flatten the gray GI brush he calls hair. He shakes his head. “Admiral Ozawa wouldn’t launch bombers, sir. She wouldn’t even consider it without consulting you, first. But there is a ranking civilian authority aboard this ship. If he ordered her to do it, she couldn’t—”

The two of us tuck our legs, then swing into the first side tube like trapeze artists. Then we ’frog along toward the Bridge, gaining weight as we move away from the rotating Cruiser’s centerline.

“I know. But I warned them, Sergeant Major. That Alliance was a deal with the devil.” Lieutenant Generals don’t have tempers, especially while commanding invasions. But Ord and I are alone in the passage tube, and I’m angry enough that I could punch my fist against the tube’s wall until my knuckles bleed.

Not because our allies are cruel and stupid. Thirty years of war have taught me how to beat cruelty and stupidity. I pound out my frustration because my godson has become one of them. Worse, I know my godson is the only officer in this fleet who could be leading those bombers.

Ord closes two hands over my clenched fist. “Sir, Churchill said if Hitler invaded hell, Churchill would at least make a favorable reference to the devil in the House of Commons.”

I know the quote. I talked myself into believing Churchill had the right attitude, so I could smile while diplomats pattered their white-gloved hands together, applauding a deal that I should have known would bring us to this. An infantryman’s life is talking himself into things that may kill him, or kill others.

Crack.

A side-tube pressure valve releases, like a rifle shot, and my heart skips. Just like it skipped four years ago, when this mess started.


TWO

CRACK.

I flinched, though my head was already a foot below the trench lip as the rifle round screamed yards above us. My mouth went dry. The bullet didn’t care that I was a non-combatant observing someone else’s war. It didn’t care that my Pentagon desk was light-years away from Tressel. It most certainly didn’t care that I had already paid my dues as an infantry grunt. But if the bullet knew what its side was in for tomorrow at dawn, it would’ve kept right on going, out of this theater of operations.

I tripped on a trench floor board, and splashed muddy water over my boots and Plasteel-armored knees.

Alongside me, Brigadier Audace Planck didn’t even blink at the tall shot, just rolled his iron-colored eyes beneath prematurely gray brows. “That’s one Iridian round that won’t hurt anyone.”

His shoulders filled the simplified cloth uniform of an army too long at war, while mine hid under Plasteel plates that his planet’s armorers wouldn’t dream of for a century. “Stay on your feet, Jason. Snipers can’t touch us. But that water might kill you.”

The Tressel Barrens’ water contained plenty to kill a man, even before three years of trench warfare. Tetras, a mixed bag of flat-headed, blubbery reptiles and amphibians bigger than swamp rats and dumber than frogs, populated the Barrens. The tetras’ intestinal bacteria, introduced into the brown soup of the great swamp by the usual means, spawned virulent dysentery in humans. However, tetra crap didn’t bother the crocodile-sized, aquatic scorpions that patrolled the mangroves, feasting on tetras as they sunned themselves on rotted logs.

The Barrens were a hundred thousand square miles of brackish coastal swamp that had mired the Tressen army when its General Staff tried to maneuver fifty divisions through the Barrens, to outflank the fortification the Iridians called the West Wall. Tressen and Iridian motorized vehicles could barely negotiate the Barrens, bogging down worse than 1900s French caissons and German trucks bogged in the mud of Flanders, a century earlier and light years away.

Now a million stalemated human infantry faced one another, in trenches separated by a hundred yards of shrapnel-scoured mud. The trenches zig-zagged from the north end of the West Wall to the sea, wherever the spongy ground was solid enough for GIs to dig.

Tetras didn’t sun often in the Barrens. The dug-in GIs couldn’t bail their holes fast enough to keep the daily rains from washing dysenteric slime, their own feces, and the occasional monster scorpion, back into the trenches that sheltered the troops from shrapnel and bullets.

Planck and I pressed ourselves back against the trench wall as a pasty-faced squad, heads down and rifles slung muzzles-down against the rain, limped toward us in sodden boots.

My armor probably puzzled them, but when they glanced up and saw Planck, every kid straightened, bug-eyed, and saluted.

One kid smiled, another waved Planck a weary thumbs up. Planck smiled back, patted each kid on the shoulder as they passed.

I chinned up my audio gain so I could hear them whisper to one another once they got a few yards down the trench.

“Did you see? That was Quicksilver, himself!”

In the war’s early days, Audace Planck’s Raiders had slipped around and through larger forces like mercury rolling on glass. The silver-haired young officer, whose given name meant “the daring one,” was every Field Marshal’s darling because he leapt where they wouldn’t dare. He was every mudfoot’s hero because he stepped alongside them, where they had to. Even to his enemies, “Quicksilver” was as legendary for his grace in victory as for his mercurial brilliance.

“No. Quicksilver in the mud at the front?”

“My brother was a Raider. He said, ‘Where you find Planck, there you find the front.’ ”

Another kid asked, “What was that with Quicksilver, in the crab shell armor?”

“Motherworlder.”

“They’re real, then?”

Their voices died as the trench zagged them out of sight.

In the seconds while I eavesdropped, Planck had hopped up on the firing step carved into the trench’s forward wall, rested his elbows on the lip sandbags, and raised brass field glasses to his eyes. “Let’s see whether the Iridians will be as surprised to see us as those boys were.”

I mounted the firing step alongside Planck, and wide angled my optics to view the shell-pocked, mined, and concertina-wired mud strip between the trench lines.

Nothing stirred but dirty orange tape, twisting in the wind atop aiming stakes driven crooked into the mud.

Gunners didn’t really need the stakes. When either side sent kids over the top, targets were too numerous to miss. And afterward, when the survivors on both sides crept out to retrieve the dead, the gunners held fire. Not from altruism. Bloating corpses attracted scavengers, polluted the water worse, and stank.

Beyond no-man’s land lay the Iridian lines. There, sentry’s periscope heads swiveled above the opposite trench lips like bored cobras. A slow tune, played on an Iridian bone pipe by some GI, drifted to us.

Under my helmet, hair stood on my neck. The Iridians had no idea. Neither did the Tressens alongside us in these trenches. Outside of the Tressen General Staff and political leadership, only Planck’s troops far behind us, Planck, and I, knew that dawn, tomorrow would change this world.

Five years ago, once we deciphered the Slugs’ C-drive, Earthlings started dropping out of the sky onto the human populations of the Outworlds like Tressel, where the Slugs had transplanted them from Earth 30,000 years ago. For presumably backward long-lost cousins, the Outworlders took us in stride. In stride compared to the panic you would have expected, if you watched the alien invasion stories that Holowood cranked out in the years before the Blitz. Of course, after the Blitz, holos about aliens were no longer escapism.

I don’t know whether “race memory” is real. But the Cultural Behaviorist Spooks said the Outworlds accepted the truth of a home world their ancestors had left millennia before because the story was already embedded in the Outworlds’ myths. And then, as the Spooks put it, our arrivals “validated the myth by empirically verifiable demonstration.” I suppose if Jesus landed on the White House lawn, even agnostics like me would accept him as soon as He validated His credentials with a miracle.

At dawn tomorrow, Audace Planck and Tressen would be on the good side of a miracle courtesy of Earth’s politicians.

By 2059 Earth standards, Tressel’s warring great powers, Iridia and Tressen, were incompetent, despotic, and as benign as rabid pit bulls. And each had its teeth sunk in the other’s throat. Earth’s policy makers had decided to stop the fight before both of them bled to death. Unfortunately, that meant one dog would get petted while the other got kicked.

Earth needed allies to win the Pseudocephalopod War, and couldn’t be picky. If the Slugs flood hell, the politicians will send the devil a bucket.

The daily rain began in a rumble, coursing in instant waterfalls down the already-sodden trench walls. Drops splattered into my helmet through my open faceplate, then ran icy down my neck, and puddled above the neck seal. Aud jumped down off the firing step, motioned me to follow, then sloshed fifteen yards further down the yard-wide trench. He stopped at a canvas flap, black with rot, that hung over a dugout doorway cut in the trench wall. Planck ushered me past him, and I ducked beneath a hand-lettered sign that read, “Infirmary.”

We stepped into a leaking, lantern-lit, shoulder-high room. The roots of trees, long-since decapitated, whiskered its mud walls, and it stunk of gangrene, like an open sore on the world. The infirmary contained a camp table, rough racks tall enough to lift a body above the floor’s ankle-deep puddles, and nothing else vaguely helpful to the infirm. My eyes dilated to match the flickering light of a single lantern on the table, while they watered at the stench.

Planck breathed through his mouth, then his eyes darted beneath bushy brows below his helmet. “I’m a soldier and a Tressen, Jason. So I appreciate what the Motherworld is doing for Tressen. But if your Motherworld had decided to get these kids out of these holes by tilting toward the Iridians, I might . . .”

Planck stepped to a canvas-bagged field telephone on the table, its cable curling down into the mud, out into the trench, then back two thousand yards to staging clearings. There his infantry waited, behind three hundred tarps that hid three hundred electrobus-sized objects from rain and from prying eyes. He cranked the phone, then spoke into its handset. “Go.”

My eyebrows flickered, and my heart skipped. A good adviser knows how much he doesn’t know. Aud knew his troops, his enemy, and his planet in ways I never could. So I kept my mouth shut, even though Aud had just launched the offensive that would decide the fate of this planet sixteen hours early. I also kept my mouth shut because it was a brilliant, if risky, stroke. Average generals don’t accelerate offensives to jump off during driving rain. That’s why average opponents get surprised by generals who aren’t average. I sighed. What happened next wasn’t going to be miraculous for too many GIs, on both sides of the wire. But it would be a miracle, nonetheless.

By the time the two of us ducked back out into the trench and the drumming rain, a growing drone thrummed behind our trench line like hell’s bumblebees.


THREE

WE BOTH SCRAMBLED onto the slick firing step, this time with our backs to no-man’s land, and peered toward the Tressen rear. Shapes glided out of the rain no faster than infantry could trot, like black ships parting fog. The Kodiaks’ engines shook the ground beneath our boots now, as the Earth-made hovertanks slid toward us.

Audace Planck had lived up to his name again. The daring one was launching the biggest assault in three years when nobody expected it, foregoing artillery prep. His own troops and commanders might be more surprised than their enemy.

I turned to Planck. “I know the rain cover will enhance surprise. But you and I were supposed to be with the lead squadron when the offensive jumped off.”

He shrugged. “If subordinate commanders are trained properly, they take appropriate initiative. We’ll hitch a ride as your machines pass over this line.”

I cocked my head. “Maybe.”

Audace Planck had grasped the hovertank’s potential like Rommel had grasped Panzers. But he couldn’t grasp its nuts and bolts. Aud had seen his first Lockheed Kodiak sixty-one days ago. The ground effects and Nano’Puters that made a Kodiak tick were as black magic to a Tressen like him as the Slugs’ starship technologies were to me. Hitching a ride wouldn’t be easy.

The Kodiaks slid toward us, riding cushions of downforced air, oblivious to the varied substrate below them, in this case swamp water, mud, and outcropped rock. Their wedged prow armor dripped rain, which their downdraft beat into ground fog, which swirled around their ventral skirting.

In radar-absorbent midnight black, their cannon-snouted turrets hunting left then right, the hovertanks would seem like ghost elephants to the Iridians. Actually, Tressel’s transplanted humans couldn’t imagine elephants. Tressel’s evolution hadn’t yet produced mammals, or even land animals bigger than hogs. That would make bus-sized hovertanks all the more nightmarish to the GIs huddled in the opposing trenches.

Kodiaks were largely overkill here. Iridia had no radar for a Kodiak’s outer shell to damp, no smart rounds for its electronic countermeasures to spoof. Tactical Observation Transports flitted above the onrushing formation, like tickbirds flitting above charging rhinos. But the TOTs intercepted no encrypted burst transmissions. Both armies were barely accustomed to the telephone. The Kodiaks brought to this party what armored formations from Hannibal’s elephants to Guderian’s Panzers brought: shock power and mobility. Here multiplied by a quantum technologic leap that would seem supernatural.

The squad that had passed us sprinted back round the trench corner, eyes wide, pointing back at the oncoming Kodiaks. “General! The Iridians have got behind us with—”

Planck halted them with a raised palm. “Stand fast. The Iridians have got nothing. Those are ours.”

“Ours? Sir?” They stood, panting.

One kid pointed at me. “They’re his!”

Planck shook his head. “Every crewman in those vehicles is as Tressen as you are.”

Planck told the truth. A Tressen GI was as tech-illiterate as a World War I Earth doughboy. But once the vehicle displays were translated and the Kodiak’s ’Puters learned voice commands in Tressen, a Tressen crew could roll and shoot a Kodiak well enough to whip the World War I-level army they were facing.

So Earth’s strategists had decided to supply weapons, not soldiers. It would make for more cordial post-war relations with Tressel if us nice guys from the Motherworld didn’t have blood on our hands. At least, that’s what the diplomats told us.

The infantry kids crept onto the quivering firing step, darting glances first at Planck and me, then at the hovertanks.

The first Kodiak poked its snout over our trench, like a cloud across the sun. It blew a hurricane left and right, so violent that the kids grasped their strapped-on helmets.

I leaned toward Aud and screamed, “Follow me!” Then I scrambled over the trench lip and sprinted for the Kodiak.

Lockheed designed the Kodiak so nobody can board one when it’s moving. The outwash from under the skirting will blow a man away like Kleenex. And break his legs if he isn’t wearing armor. But there’s a two-foot wide exhaust duct that exits the armor alongside the rear clamshell doors. It boils the upwash fog, because a Kodiak’s exhaust blows out hot enough to melt lead. But the duct blocks the outwash a little, and an access ladder is welded down the duct’s side.

Lockheed could have designed in a safety cage to keep personnel away from the exhaust, but didn’t. Sane personnel wouldn’t risk third-degree burns and mangling by trying to board a moving hovertank, just to avoid walking. Would they? Lockheed’s designers never met an infantryman.

In the day, I could spot a Kodiak ten yards, catch it up in twenty, and swing aboard with one hand, wearing a day pack.

The Spooks claim Tressel gravity is .99 Earth normal and the air has more oxygen, but that can’t be right. Because after forty yards, I was wheezing and falling behind the hovertank. I lunged, caught the bottom rung with one hand, and got dragged through the rain like a fallen water skier. Finally, I got both hands on the rung, and boarded. Then I reached back, and pulled Aud up alongside me.

We slipped and slid along the Kodiak’s Plasteel spine until we knelt behind the turret.

Aud tugged goggles over his eyes, against the wind and rain. His sleeve flapped in smoking, black tatters where it had brushed the exhaust. Blistered skin showed on his forearm.

I pointed at his arm and shouted, “You okay?”

He glanced down and shrugged. “S’nothing.” Then, one fist round a handhold, he swung his free hand at the squadron of five Kodiaks flanking us, then at the Commander’s pennant stenciled yellow on our turret’s flank. “You caught us the lead vehicle of the lead element, Jason.” He smiled. “Perfect.”

I frowned, and peered behind us. “Yeah. Perfect.” Our own wire obstacles already lay behind us. Lanes had been cleared through our own wire, so Planck’s fresh infantry, advancing through their weary, startled buddies minding the trenches, could trot in the Kodiaks’ wakes. To our front, partly obscured by the turret, the Iridian concertina wire trembled in the rain, row stacked on row, like rusted tumbleweed.

Beyond the Iridians’ wire lay their minefields, through which the second-wave Kodiaks would clear lanes by dragging lengths of heavy chain as they advanced, to detonate the mines they overflew.

Thump.

An Iridian cannon round screamed by five feet left of us, then burst somewhere in the Tressen rear.

In response, electric motor whine vibrated the deckplates beneath us, as our Kodiak’s turret traversed toward the Iridian pillbox from which the round had flashed. The turret twitched, then locked, while the Kodiak’s cannon tube depressed.

I chinned down my audio gain as Aud clapped one hand over one ear, while he gripped his handhold tighter with the other.

Foom.

Flame flashed sideways from the brake on our cannon’s muzzle like an incandescent mustache, and the Kodiak tried to buck us both off into the mud as it absorbed the cannon’s recoil. Before I could blink, the Iridian pillbox disappeared in an orange flash.

A sound like pots and pans clanked beneath us. The hovertank slid on across the battlefield while it extracted the spent shell, stored it, selected the type of round its commander chose for his next shot, and reloaded its main gun.

Sliders, except for their propulsion system, hadn’t evolved far beyond the tracked main battle tanks of the early 2000s. Why mess with success? Modern fire control systems demand of the gunner just that he point and shoot. If he loaded smart rounds, they even homed on their targets after he fired them. Even Planck’s gunners, who thought gas turbine power was high tech and ’Puters were witchcraft, routinely got first-round hits.

The squadron flashed across the Iridian forward trenches, raking them with machine gun fire and flechette cannon rounds that peppered steel darts into the Iridians like old fashioned grapeshot.

In all directions, Iridians died, but far more broke and ran. Which was the idea.

This squadron’s commander, unaware that his boss rode topside, acted like a typical Planck subordinate, aggressive and independent. He knew his job was to split the Iridian line, and drive into the Iridian rear, disrupting communication, sowing panic, and igniting a rout. We bypassed and ignored thousands of fleeing Iridian infantry, who barely glanced up at us as they splashed through the driving rain. They looked back over their shoulders as they ran, at orange cannon flashes. They heard the tidal wave of our main formation, a mix of engine roar and screaming infantry, as it rumbled forward to drown them.

Another Iridian cannon round splattered as harmlessly as a snowball off the prow armor of the slider on our right. Harmless to a Kodiak. Shrapnel buzzed around us like hornets and rattled off our slider’s turret.

Eternad personal armor stops shrapnel like a roof stops snow. But Aud might as well have been wearing pajamas. In addition to the shrapnel hazard, one Iridian infantryman with the presence of mind to take a potshot at the commander of this offensive could still change this battle and this war.

I pointed at the command hatch, up the turret’s sloping side, and shouted to Aud. “The plan was for you to be inside the slider, not on it!”

Aud sniffed. “What would that say to the men about their commander?”

“That he wasn’t a fool. Aud, this ‘follow me’ crap can be overdone.”

He frowned, shrugged. “Perhaps.”

Before we could rap on the hatch and talk our way inside, our lead element outran the Iridian retreat. We drove thousands of yards beyond the battlefront, so deep into the Iridian rear that we might as well have been Iridians. Around us was just tree-studded swamp, dim and sizzling with late-afternoon rain. The unfriendly fire that had threatened Aud became irrelevant.

But on a battlefield where one side possesses overwhelming superiority, unfriendly fire can be the least of a GI’s problems.


FOUR

THE SQUADRON HALTED in a clearing, dispersed, and the sliders sank down on their skirting, rumbling at idle. Aud and I peered back through the rain and listened to the cannon thunder behind us, while he tugged his canteen from his belt and offered it to me. “A toast to victory, I think.”

I shook my head. “You save yours. There’s a water nipple inside my helmet. But you’re right about victory. Your formations will have to regroup, eventually. But I wouldn’t advise you to slow down before nightfall.”

Planck nodded, smiled. “Your Eisenhower said ‘relentless and speedy pursuit is the most profitable action in war.’ I enjoyed the books. There is so much we can learn from you about war.”

Antique paper books made great gifts for Tressens. FlatReaders creeped them out. “Learn about peace, too, Aud.”

His smile faded, and he shook his head. “I’m a soldier. The politicians will make the peace.”

“We had a war a lot like this one, a hundred fifty years ago. After it, our politicians made a peace so harsh that we had a second world war twenty years later. It made the first one look like a pie fight. Eisenhower entered politics after that one.”

He nodded. “With malice toward none, with charity for all.”

“Different president. Different war. Good idea.”

A cannon round whistled from the battle behind us, invisible in the low clouds overhead. It struck in the swamp a hundred meters beyond us, geysering tree trunks and brown water.

Aud frowned. “My gunners don’t understand your guns. A stray round.”

A Kodiak’s main gun was typically used for line-of-sight, direct fire, when it fired rounds that pierced other armored vehicles or targets like pillboxes. But a squadron could easily function like an artillery battery, lobbing high-explosive shells like nine-iron shots at unseen target coordinates called to it by a spotter.

I frowned, too. “Or a ranging round.”

Hair stood on my neck. Old soldiers survive by seeing things that can’t be seen. A neophyte artillery spotter, in the confusion of battle, might phone in wrong map coordinates for a target he was observing. A simple mistake. He might then mistake another, unrelated detonation for the first, ranging round we just witnessed impact a hundred yards to our front. Also simple. He might then direct all five tubes of a Kodiak squadron to drop their aiming point a hundred yards and fire for effect. He would think his adjustment was going to bring the Big Rain on top of the target he was watching. But, in fact, he would be bringing fire down directly on us. Expect the worst from the gods of war, and they will seldom disappoint you.

I flicked my eyes to the sky in time to see a flash of motion as the rounds rained from the low cloud that ceilinged the clearing.

When those high-explosive rounds burst on the ground, or in the air above us, they might damage the Kodiaks some. But troops in the open, like Aud, and even me in hard shell armor, would be concussion-hammered like flank steak, then shrapnel-gutted like sushi.

“Fu—!” I didn’t finish the syllable before I tumbled up through the clouds, flailing through gray mist.


FIVE

THE BARRAGE’S EXPLOSIONS cartwheeled me up, then tumbled me down, crashing through vine-choked branches. I wound up swinging by one booted foot snared in a vine noose, fifteen feet up a tree.

I groaned. Eternad hard shell protects the wearer from most impacts. And the underlayer absorbs shock. A GI can get stomped like a roach, yet crawl away to fight another day. But under my armor I would be purple and lumpy for a week.

Below me, Aud Planck lay, facedown in the mud and still.

“Aud? You okay?”

Nothing.

I drew my trench knife, fumbled it, then twisted up and sawed the vine that wrapped my trapped foot. I dropped headfirst fifteen feet, splash-landed on one shoulder, then crawled to Aud.

“Aud? You okay?”

He turned his head to me, stared past me.

While he stared, I triaged him. No broken bones or significant bleeding, so far as I could tell. But, by the blank look in his eyes, his gong had been rung like Big Ben.

Beyond my vision, machine gun and cannon rounds crackled every few seconds, like the last kernels in an ogre’s popcorn machine.

I said, “Aud, we gotta move, buddy.”

He stared past me, concussion-blank, as I dragged him to his feet. We shuffled, Aud hopping on one foot, leaning against my shoulder, back into the clearing where the Kodiak squadron had been. Aud’s left leg wasn’t broken, but he winced each time he tried to put weight on the ankle.

We sheltered flat in the weeds, staring at five blackened heaps of gnarled metal as they smoldered under the rain. The last of their cannon and machine gun rounds cooked off as I peered at the hulks. A turret had blown off, and lay tilted upside down in the mud like a bowl filled with burnt bacon.

I smelled burnt hair and flesh, squeezed my eyes shut, and balled my fists. A soldier’s lot is to die young and unexpectedly, which is cruel. But for a commander, friendly fire casualties are cruelest, because there’s no place to direct your rage but into your own gut.

The odd thing about this incident was that normal battlefield concussion and shrapnel bothers Kodiaks no more than thrown rocks, yet this squadron had been wiped out by five rounds.

I left Aud to sit still in the reeds while I picked around the wrecks, as close as I could get to the metal as it steamed in the rain. A neat hole as wide as a human head was punched in what remained of each Kodiak’s dorsal armor, near the turret.

I kicked mud and swore. When the misdirected fire mission had been called onto us, the distant gunners’ tubes had already been loaded with pillbox-clearing smart penetrators. As the five shells dove into the clearing, each had homed on one of the five Kodiaks’ mass and heat, penetrated its back armor, then sprayed a jet of molten copper into the Kodiak’s gut. Crewmen not immolated instantly got crushed by the blast when the Kodiak’s ammunition detonated.

Remaining outside the slider had saved our lives. The smart shell had struck the Command Kodiak’s thinner back armor four feet to our right as we knelt on the slider’s back. The shell had speared into the Kodiak’s guts, then detonated and vaporized everything and everyone inside. But we simply got blown off the slider like leaves.

I held Aud’s face between my palms and asked, “What day is it?”

He stared back at me, still concussion symptomatic.

A stray rifle round buzzed through the foliage alongside us. The offensive, and the enemy troops that were being bulldozed ahead of it like angry sand, were closing on us.

Given Aud’s injuries, we couldn’t outrun the Iridians. The only weapons we carried were trench knives, and Aud’s sidearm. I couldn’t assume hardened, vengeful Iridians carrying assault rifles would accept a surrender, even from VIPs, when a couple quick head shots made more sense.

In the distance, voices shouted orders. The enemy would be on us within minutes.


SIX

I STAGGERED, shoring Aud up under one arm, to the wrecked slider nearest the clearing’s edge. A blackened corpse hung from the blown-out rear-bay hatch. I shoved the corpse aside, shoved Aud into the bay, then tugged the corpse back in behind us to block the hatch. Its hand broke loose at the wrist like charcoal.

“Terrible,” Aud muttered, then he slumped against me.

I jostled him. “No sleeping with a concussion.”

We huddled in the dark, burned-out bay until I heard footsteps and the rattle of rifle-sling buckles on wooden stocks.

An Iridian-accented voice shouted, “They’re slowing behind us, sir!”

“Unless the bastards start pushing forward again, we’ll dig in here for the night.”

Lucky us.

“Should we inspect these war wagons of theirs? If any of the bastards are still alive . . .” Metal scraped metal as the Iridian GI chambered a round.

I swallowed. These men had spent three years in trench warfare hell, and today the Tressens had made it worse. Surrender? We would stand a better chance if we surrendered to rattlesnakes.

“Nobody survived inside those. Sketch the wreckage. Maybe intelligence can figure what killed these.”

“Sir, I don’t—”

“Use ration wrappers, if you don’t have a notebook.”

Beside me, Aud twitched. “Who are you?”

“Quiet!” I hissed in his ear, and pressed him against the still-warm hull plates.
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